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For example, Somali people are used as examples again and again, but not much 
attention is given to the Canadian state’s very particular relationship to Somalia, 
and I thought she could have drawn on research by Somali-Canadian scholars that 
do make these links. Finally, while the work made an effort to include examples 
of Black resistance to state violence, including the final chapter, more and deeper 
discussion of the complexities of Black resistance would have been helpful. 
Nonetheless, her work has successfully brought together issues that are often 
viewed as disparate areas of study to make a convincing case that Black people’s 
lives have been policed since, and as part of, the inception of Canada. In doing so, 
she has made an invaluable contribution to scholarship on Black Canadian life.
Marie-Jolie Rwigema
York University
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Marxist theory provided little blueprint for dealing with nomads. Communist 
agents, whether in Moscow or in Central Asia, had little experience or knowledge 
in nomadic ways of life. Nor were they interested in understanding or supporting 
it, as Alun Thomas’s book on Soviet policies towards Kazakh and Kyrgyz 
nomads during the New Economic Policy period (1921-1928) shows. The study 
is elegantly written and provides important insights into early Soviet attempts to 
institute Communist justice in the region. The author analyzes top-down visions, 
policies, and debates around nomadism, focusing on questions of sedentarization, 
allocation of land, and tax and cultural policies. He shows that decolonization, 
that is, the return of land taken by Russian and Cossak settlers to Kazakhs, was 
a short-lived strategy for consolidating power (p. 58) and that, already prior to 
collectivization, nomads (again) lost their best lands to settled European peasants. 
Taxation and land allocation were key instruments for dealing with and eradicating 
nomadism during the New Economic Program (NEP), while collectivization 
served the same end during the First Five Year Plan. 
Thomas characterizes Bolshevik thinking about nomadism in the 1920s 
as “indifference, intellectual superficiality and ignorance” (p. 31). Rather than 
discerning local complexities, Bolsheviks imposed their own categories to fix 
Tsarist rule, which they saw as deeply oppressive and unjust. Since Marxist 
critiques of capitalist oppression contained little advice on how to solve the (post)
colonial question, Bolshevik leaders  based their thinking about decolonizing 
and developing the nomads, oddly but logically, on Tsarist colonial practices, 
knowledge, and goals. This contradictory rejection and reestablishment of Tsarist 
classifications and policies was at the core of the Bolshevik dilemma to emancipate 
colonial subjects yet force them into a new form of governance, economy, and 
culture against their will. 
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In the first chapter, the author analyzes the Bolsheviks’ imperial and 
ethnographic gaze over the region, pointing to continuities in St. Petersburg’s 
(later Petrograd’s) preoccupation with ethnic categorizations of colonial subjects. 
Although Bolsheviks collected information about nomads, Thomas shows that the 
centre had little interest in nomadism. This is because they considered nomads 
to be  agriculturally unproductive and disturbing for Russian settlers, who were 
more productive and useful for the Soviet economy. Although in the early 1920s 
there had been attempts made to return the land taken by Russian settlers prior to 
the revolution to nomads, this effort did not last long. The act of decolonization 
(chapter 2), Thomas argues, was based on the belief that the (semi)deserts were not 
of agricultural value (p. 61). Yet, reinstating historical justice for the nomads would 
mean keeping land intact for them to use as pastures in different seasons, which 
the Bolsheviks considered  a waste of vast agricultural resources. Sedentarization 
of nomads was the only feasible and attractive option for the Bolsheviks already 
by 1924, prior to collectivization. Moreover, the nomads’ mobility was disruptive, 
and thus, as the Russian Tsars had learned earlier, they were difficult to administer. 
As chapters 3 and 4 show, already in 1924-1925, the Party offered privileges 
in the form of tax reductions or exemptions to those nomads who decided to 
settle. This produced competition for resources among nomads for land and water. 
Those nomads who settled denounced those who did not as bais and kulaks, in 
accordance with Bolshevik categories, in hope for more privileges. The 1925 land 
reform, furthermore, privileged Russian peasants who worked on arable land and 
further disempowered nomads and semi-nomads, who were now characterized as 
oppressive and unruly despots. Thomas shows how Soviet land rulings, although 
initially proclaimed to break with the Tsarist land and settlement practices, actually 
resumed them (p. 70). As a result, the Soviet agents fostered further Russian 
settlement in the Central Asian region, providing them, as the Tsarist administration 
did prior to them, with the best lands. While the Tsarist administration did that in 
the name of civilization, the Bolsheviks opted for a rhetoric of emancipation. Both 
told themselves that they were ultimately developing the region.
Yet, developing the region was framed rhetorically as an act of national 
emancipation. This, Thomas argues, disadvantaged nomads (chapter 3). 
Dividing nomads into national groups (Kazakh, Turkmen, Kyrgyz) ignored 
tribal and regional lineages and allowed the Soviet administration to interfere 
in and manipulate  border control and land management (p. 90). New top-down 
national categorizations ignored complex local categories of belonging but were 
quickly used by the population to claim privileges. This was true in regard to 
tax concessions. Although originally only poor nomads were freed from taxation 
(which they could not pay anyway), increasingly only nomads who decided to 
settle would be exempt from the tax burden. Importantly, the Party decided  where 
the nomads were to settle. The taxation regulations produced resistance on the part 
of nomads and need for clarifications by local officials, who often did not know 
how Communist justice should be expressed in various situations: should those 
who chose partial sedentarization be counted as farmers, and what of nomads’ 
lack of knowledge and experience with arable farming, which was now privileged 
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by the Party? Issues of taxation were not straightforward for the state and involved 
struggles between central institutions such as the central committee of finance 
(Narkomfin) and the central committee of agriculture (Narkomzem). While the first 
attempted to collect as much tax as possible, the latter was interested in supporting 
and stabilizing agricultural production. There were different voices and opinions 
in regard to who should be supported. Different groups used different categories 
of Soviet decolonization. 
In addition to economic incentives to settle, the Bolsheviks used education, 
medical support, and propaganda to convince nomads of their emancipating 
goals. Noticing that the Red Caravans were accompanied, or rather supervised, 
by the Red Army and were part of the military strategy to secure control in the 
region, Thomas surprisingly concludes the book by stating that “nomads did 
sometimes experience Soviet power as colonial subjects might, but this does 
not necessarily make the USSR an empire or the Communist Party innately 
hostile” (p. 154). To support this very cautious and contradictory conclusion, 
Thomas argues that he finds no “emotional antipathy” towards nomads in archival 
materials, only widespread debates about their backwardness, as his earlier 
chapters show. Further, the author continues this puzzling line of argumentation 
by suggesting that “the processes at work during the NEP also fit within models 
of modernization—a concept retained here despite being rejected, with good 
justification, by other scholars—and post-colonialism” (p. 154). Thomas’s verdict 
is that “socialism is here largely indistinct from modernity, with both its negative 
and positive connotations. In the enthusiastic adoption of the Red Yurt method by 
regional bodies and national organs, the acknowledgement of and tolerance for 
some nomadic customs and the intolerance for others, we see also post-colonial 
state building” (pp. 154-155). While Thomas provides a nuanced and balanced 
analysis of NEP debates regarding nomads in most of the chapters of the book, 
his conclusion that the Bolsheviks’ rule was modern is odd. His material does not 
show “tolerance for some nomadic customs,” nor nomads’ incorporation into the 
Soviet statecraft. Crucially, it remains unclear how an argument about modernity 
can help us understand the Soviet rule in Central Asia. So far the debates about 
Soviet Central Asia have been judged against the backdrop of Western imperialism 
and bear strong normative judgements, often out of the desire to defend Soviet 
policies as progressive and condemn Western practices as colonial. The desire to 
normatively judge the Soviet regime became a scholarly tradition for the region 
after the Cold War, but how illuminating is such a characterization? Thomas’s 
book attempts to cautiously synthesize various interpretations of the Soviet past in 
the region (those who argue for its colonial nature and those who see it as modern 
and emancipatory), but ultimately sides with the most currently prevalent, yet 
misleading, argument for Soviet modernity. This is a pity since the author offers 
much to complicate and problematize these debates. 
Botakoz Kassymbekova
Technical University Berlin
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